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40 

J FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates generally to a method of assisting a computerized auction system 
and more particularly to a method of presenting seller-related items from the computerized 
auction system to a potential bidder. 

t DESCRIPTION OF THE RELATED ART 

Current computerized auction systems have thousands or even tens of thousands of items 
for auction during a particular time interval. A potential bidder that accesses the computerized 
auction system is faced with a daunting task if that potential bidder wants to have easy access to 
0 items up for auction that are related to a particular seller. The potential bidder can use the auction 
system's search engine to search for either a particular item, a particular category or a particular 
seller. However, in the case of a search for a particular seller, a potentially large list of items is 
presented in a search results page and the selection of any one of these items takes the potential 
bidder to an item description and picture document from which the potential bidder must leave to 

25 select from the search results page another item of the same seller. This back-and-forth process 
among different documents at the computerized auction system is cumbersome and not 
conducive to presenting the particular auctions in a way that induces bidding on several items of 
the same seller. Furthermore, if the potential bidder wishes to restrict the search of a seller's 
items available for auction to a particular category of item offered by the seller, the task is even 

30 more cumbersome with the computerized auction system's search engine because seller-related 
items returned by the search engine are not categorized. 
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The difficulty of these processes reflects the underlying fact that the computerized 
auction system is simply not seller-oriented. The system tends to be egalitarian, presenting items 
from as many sellers as possible, when category searches are performed. Searching for 
categories of items for a particular seller is not the focus of the computerized auction system's 
5 presentation of items. 

Therefore, there is a need for a method of assisting the user of the computerized auction 
system to more easily find items that are available from a particular seller and to make possible 
the finding of items for a particular seller in a particular category. There is also a need to present 
the results of the search in a way that increases the likelihood that the potential bidder will 
%A0 actually bid on more than one item of a sought-for seller so that the seller can benefit from 
J. offering auctions for related items. 



:j BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed towards such a need. A method in accordance with the 
present invention includes a method of delivering, in the form of selectable images, a plurality of 
auction items of a selected seller to a browser of a client computer system. The method includes 
" : the steps of receiving, at an auxiliary server, a request from client browser for a main program, 
ii and delivering the main program to the requesting client browser, the main program being 

configured to receive seller specific information, and to load and activate one or more modules 
i including a picture displaying module for displaying selectable images. The picture displaying 
module is configured to moveably display, on the client browser, a set of pictures based on the 
seller specific information, to receive a user selection of a picture being displayed and to redirect 
the client browser to an auction item document at an auction site associated with the selected 
image. 

25 One advantage of the present invention is that the client does not have to repeatedly jump 

back and forth from a search results page to a item description page at computerized auction 

system to view items of a specified seller. 

Another advantage is that many items of a specified seller are displayed in a moving 

display at the client computer system so that many items are observable by the client without use 
30 of the selection device (e.g., mouse) at the client computer system and the search engine of the 

auction system to find the items. 
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Yet another advantage is that items in the moving display of items are selectable, the 
selection taking the client to an item description document on the computerized auction system. 
The moving display of items is then redisplayed on the item description document to facilitate 
additional selections of items. 

5 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These and other features, aspects and advantages of the present invention will become 
better understood with regard to the following description, appended claims, and accompanying 
drawings where: 

MO FIG. 1 shows a typical system setting in which the present invention operates; 

FIG. 2 shows the database entities used by the present invention; 

FIG. 3 sets forth a representative timeline for the main program of the present invention; 

FIG. 4A sets forth a representative item description document resident at the 
* computerized auction system; 

> FIG. 4B shows the special window which is controlled by the present invention; 

y FIG. 5 sets forth a flow chart of the main program of the present invention; 

= FIG. 6 sets forth the steps in the operation of the includeCategories module; 

FIG. 7 sets forth the steps in the operation of the includeLinks module; and 

FIG. 8 sets forth the steps in the operation of the includePictures module. 

) 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

FIG. 1 shows a typical system setting in which the present invention operates. The system 

includes one or more client computer systems 10, 12, 14, a computerized auction computer 

system 16, and an auxiliary server system 18. These systems are interconnected by a network 20, 
25 preferably the Internet or other public network, though the system setting is not limited to such 

networks. The network 20 permits the client computer systems 10, 12, 14 to access the 

computerized auction system 16 as well as the auxiliary system 18. It also permits the auxiliary 

system to access the computerized auction system. 

FIG. 2 shows the database entities involved in the present invention. These database 
30 entities include Email Address 30, Seller 32, Categories 34, Item Links 36, Item Names 38, 

Picture Urls 40, Item Number 42, and Picture File 44. 
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The Email Address entity 30 has a one-to-one relationship with the Seller entity 32 
thereby permitting a seller to be specified by an email address. 

The Seller entity 32 has a one-to-many relationship with the Categories entity 34. A 
particular seller may have one or more categories for items available to be sold by auction by the 
5 seller. 

The Categories entity 34 has a one-to-many relationship with the Item Links 36 entity. A 
particular category of a particular seller may have one or more item links. 

The Item Links entity 36 has a many-to-one relationship with the Categories entity 34 
and a one-to-one relationship with the Item Names entity 38. 
u 10 The Picture Urls (uniform resource locator) entity 40 has either a many-to-one 

g relationship with the Categories entity 34 or the Seller entity 32. Thus, specifying a particular 
y seller may determine a set of Picture Urls or specifying a seller and a category may determine a 
7 set of Picture Urls; either possibility is contemplated in the present invention. The Picture Url 
entity 40 has a one-to-one relationship with a Picture File 44 which is accessible over the 
network, according to the specified url. The Picture File 44 contains a picture of an auction item. 
A Picture File 44, such as a JPEG or GIF file, can reside on the auxiliary server 1 8, the 
H computerized auction system 16 or any other system connected to the network. There is a one-to- 
;5 one relationship between a Picture Url entity 40 and an Item Number 42, which uniquely 
identifies the thing listed for auction at the computerized auction system. 

The Seller 32, Categories 34, Picture Urls 40, Item Links 36, Item Names 38 and Item 
Numbers 42 entities are preferably stored together on the auxiliary server system, but could be 
separately stored on one or more different servers accessible via the network. 

FIG. 3 sets forth a typical timeline 50 for the main program of the present invention. 
Upon the loading of frame 1, a test is made to determine whether a required version of the media 
25 player is present. The Flash 5 Media Player from Macromedia is preferred for the present 

invention. At frames 6, 8 and 1 1 introduction movies are started. At frame 15, movies for each of 
the modules, includeCategories, includeLinks, and includePictures, are started and, in frame 17, 
the module programs are loaded. Finally, a movie, "main," is started in frame 19. These various 
movies are promotional movies and leaders that play while the modules are being loaded. 
30 FIG. 4A sets forth a representative item description document 60 resident at the 

computerized auction system. The item description document includes a navigation area 62, an 
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item title 64, an item number 66, an auction information area 68, and an item description area 70. 
Within the item description area are a special window 72 which is controlled by the present 
invention, one or more photos of the item 74a 74b, an item description area 76 and a terms of 
sale area 78. 

5 FIG. 4B shows the special window 72 which is controlled by the present invention. There 

are three panes 80, 82, 84 in the special window. A first pane 80 is used to display seller-related 
categories with the current category highlighted. A second pane 82 is used to display auction 
items for the highlighted category. A third pane 84 is used to display pictures of items listed by a 
particular seller in an area that is configured to scroll horizontally (or in some versions, 
1H10 vertically). The speed of the horizontal movement is controllable by the position of the pointer 

if™: 

: p device relative to the center of the window. Selection of one of the pictures in the scrolling 
% display takes the user to the item description page on the computerized auction system for the 
item depicted in the selected picture. The window 72 and each of its panes 80, 82, 84 then re- 
sTi establish themselves in the selected item description document 60, displaying the current 
category and current item as highlighted areas and the same set of pictures for scrolling. 
1U FIG. 5 sets forth a flow chart of steps in the main time line of the present invention. To 

if : start the process, the user (a potential bidder), using a client computer system connected to the 
network, visits the computerized auction system over the network by specifying the url of the 
computerized auction system to the browser of the client computer system. Upon selecting a 
search for a particular seller, and visiting an item document presented by the computerized 
auction system, and upon scrolling in the item description document to the special window, a 
media player program is downloaded, in step 90, from the auxiliary server to the client computer 
system browser and seller specific information, e.g., the email address of the seller, is passed, in 
step 92, to the media player program. A test is performed, in step 94, to determine whether a 
25 media player is available to interpret the media player program. If not, as determined in step 94 
the user of the client computer system is instructed to obtain the proper media player, in step 96. 
If the media player is available, as determined in step 94, the media player interprets the 
downloaded program. The media player program, following a main time line, preferably loads, 
in step 98, an introduction movie that is sized to fit the size of the special window area within the 
30 auction system's item document. While the introduction movie is playing, the media player 
program loads, in step 100, one or more modules. Modules that can be loaded are the 
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includeCategories module, includeLinks module, and includePictures module. Not all modules 
need to be loaded. Each of these modules has its own time line, which is independent of the main 
time line, and each of these modules operates in a specified pane of the special window in the 
auction system's item description document. After one or more of the media player modules are 
5 loaded, the loaded modules are initialized, in step 102. The includeCategories module is 

initialized with the categories available from the identified seller at the computerized auction 
system. The includeLinks module is initialized with the items links for the current category and 
the includePictures module is initialized with the picture urls that relate to items in the current 
category or the current seller. 
llO As described above, each module operates independently of the main time line and 

operates within a specified pane of the special window in the auction system's item document. 

The includeCategories program has the task of maintaining a current list of categories of 
items for auction by a specified seller on the auction system. FIG. 6 sets forth the steps in the 
operation of the includeCategories module. When a seller, different from the current seller, is 
selected, the includeCategories module makes a request, in step 120, to the auxiliary server for a 
y list of categories for the selected seller. The auxiliary server is specified by an URL that includes, 
J~ within its text, an email address identifying the seller, and a category parameter. The 
o includeCategories program receives a response, in step 122, a document in XML format 

■j 

; 

preferably, which it processes. For each category in the list, a new object is created, in step 124, 
that is managed by the module. If the user operates a scroll arrow, as determined in step 126, the 
items in the category list move up or down, in step 128, depending on whether the arrow is an up 
or down arrow. If the user selects a category, as determined in step 126, the items in the selected 
category are obtained, in step 130, and displayed in item list pane of the special window and the 
selected category is highlighted. 

25 The includeLinks program has the task of maintaining a list of item links for the currently 

selected category. FIG. 7 sets forth the steps in the operation of the includeLinks module. 
Whenever a category or seller, different from the current category or seller, is selected, the 
includeLinks program makes a request, in step 140, to the auxiliary server for a list of item 
names and item links for a specified seller and category. The auxiliary server is specified in an 

30 URL that includes an email address identifying the seller and a category parameter. The 

includeLinks program receives, in step 142, the list in an XML format document, preferably, 
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and processes the XML document. For each new item link in the list, the program creates an 
object, in step 144, which it manages in the pane of the window dedicated to displaying the item 
names for each item link. When the user uses the scroll arrow in the pane, as determined in step 
146, the items in the list move up or down, in step 148, depending on which scroll arrow is 
5 activated. When an item is selected, as determined in step 146, the computerized auction system 
is accessed, in step 150, and the item description document is located on the auction system and 
displayed as a new document on the user's client computer system. The panes for the category 
list and item list are re-established in the selected item description document from the auction 
system, and the lists are redisplayed and updated to highlight the current item and category. 
jflO FIG. 8 sets forth the steps in the operation of the includePictures module. For a particular 

C seller, in one alternative, or for a particular seller and category in another alternative, a list of 
J~ picture urls, in step 160, is obtained from the auxiliary server. The auxiliary server is specified in 
an URL that includes an email address identifying the seller, and a category parameter specifying 
the category if needed. A list of pictures, in the form of sets of picture url and item number pairs, 
[ } is returned, in step 162, by the auxiliary server, preferably in an XML document, which is 

processed by the module. For each picture url, the media player Picture File for that picture is 
located on the network and loaded into an array, in step 164, maintained by the module. The 
module, after receiving a predetermined number of Picture Files, such as Flash movie files, 
containing pictures of items according to the seller or seller and category, then lines up and 
) displays, in step 166, the pictures, each a separate movie clip, in a horizontal scrolling motion 
from right to left across the user's display. A pane that is configured for vertical scrolling is also 
contemplated. 

In one embodiment, the seller specifies a certain set of pictures to be shown, and a 
random selection of 25 pictures is taken from the. set. In another embodiment, the seller has 

25 specified a set of pictures from a certain category be shown, and a random selection of 25 

pictures is taken from this set. This embodiment requires that not only the seller id information, 
i.e., the seller's email address, but seller category information, be added to the request (the URL) 
to obtain the pictures from a server connected to the network. If either random selection has 
fewer than 25 pictures, then additional pictures are selected at random from pictures associated 

30 with the seller or seller and category so that 25 pictures are selected. 
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Preferably, the pictures are displayed, in step 166, side-by-side without spaces. Two types 
of actions can be taken, as determined in step 168, once the pictures are displayed. The speed of 
the scrolling of the pictures can be affected and a picture can be selected. The position of the 
user's pointing device from the center of the scrolling portion of the display determines the 
scrolling speed. Positioning the pointing device, in step 170, farther from the center increases the 
scrolling speed; closer to the center decreases the scrolling speed; positioning at the center stops 
the scrolling. Selecting one of the pictures, in step 172, causes the computerized auction system 
to be accessed and the item description document for the item selected to be displayed in the 
user's browser. The panes for category list and item list are re-established, the lists are updated, 
the current category and item selection are highlighted and the previously obtained picture set is 
displayed in the pane configured for scrolling. 

Although the present invention has been described in considerable detail with reference 
to certain preferred versions thereof, other versions are possible. Therefore, the spirit and scope 
of the appended claims should not be limited to the description of the preferred versions 
contained herein. 
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